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Introduction

The central question is how to reconcile a concern for moral principles with the
imperatives of national power in order to create a meaningful policy that is under-
stood and supported by the American people. The tension between moral and practical
is evident.

General Gordon R. Sullivan and
Lieutenant Colonel Andrew Twomey

America’s Mission

Curious role reversals have characterized post-Cold War debates on US military
intervention. Politicians and commentators who traditionally eschewed the use of
force by the United States made impassioned pleas for American military inter-
vention in Bosnia. An American president distinguished for his adamant opposition
to American involvement in Vietnam’s civil war, was seen making his case to a
sceptical Congress and even more sceptical American people for military inter-
vention in Haiti. Conservatives who supported humanitarian and civic assistance
in Central America as part of the Reagan Doctrine in the 1980s, warned against
squandering American lives and resources for humanitarian causes in the 1990s.
And when the genocidal mass murder took place in Rwanda in the spring of 1994
American leaders who espoused a global policy of engagement and enlargement
helped to thwart UN demands for swift and firm international action.!
Americans have always disagreed about the extent of US global responsibili-
ties,.and the end of the Cold War has reinvigorated that debate. Some argue that
America’s role in the 1990s is unique because of its unchallenged economic and
military power. These advocates urge the United States to honour its legacy of
moral leadership and to take prudent risks with American forces, particularly to
uphold humanitarian and ethical concerns around the world. Indeed, President
Clinton’s national security strategy of engagement and enlargement reflects an
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activist approach to global crises. In the preface to his published strategy, the
president states that “[o]ur nation can only address this era’s dangers and oppor-
tunities if we remain actively engaged in global affairs. We are the world’s greatest
power, and we have global interests as well as responsibilities. As our nation
learned after World War I, we can find no security for America in isolationism,
nor prosperity in protectionism.”? While few people, to include those in the cur-
rent administration, suggest that the United States “go it alone,” it is widely
recognized that if America does not take the lead, no one else will.? Others are
less enthusiastic about risking American lives in world conflicts. They point to
the hard earned lessons of Vietnam, the terrorist bombing of the Marine barracks
in Beirut, Lebanon, and more recently the death of several American soldiers in a
controversial mission in Mogadishu, Somalia. In a classic debate between “ideal-
ists” and “realists,” those advocating realism in foreign policy advise committing
American troops only when the nation’s vital interests are threatened. A more
activist approach regarding the use of force, realists believe, invites endless inter-
ventions as the “world’s policeman,” smacks of imperialism, and leads to needless
American casualties.

Humanitarian crises bring the debate on the employment of American troops
to a sharp edge. The spectacle of famine, mass murder, and unspeakable brutali-
ties demand attention, if not action by the international community. Most
Americans agree that foreign policy cannot be built on altruism and sentimental
intentions. Nonetheless, the American people have always held that the definition
of national interest be more expansive than mere security and that the country’s
moral and liberal ideals serve, to some degree, as determinants of foreign policy.*

What is the proper role for the United States in the face of a humanitarian
crisis? It initially appeared that a disastrous end to the Somalia mission “cured”
the United States of its interventionist tendencies. Indeed, America’s unwilling-
ness to confront Rwandan genocide appeared to verify that a “realist” approach to
intervention would prevail over an “idealist” view, at least in the near future.
However, the publication of the Clinton administration’s policy of engagement
and enlargement, a limited but successful humanitarian mission to aid Rwandan
refugees, and the military occupation of Haiti show that the United States will
continue to deploy its armed forces for a wide variety of missions. The 104th
Congress, which began its 1995 session with great fanfare, added uncertainty to
the picture after signalling, as a body, restraint in the use of the armed forces for
military operations other than war (MOOTW).?

The focus of this study is the ongoing tension between America’s idealist im-
pulse to intervene militarily around the globe in humanitarian causes and the realist
recognition that the commitment of the armed forces must be made only with
great discretion and when it is clear that the benefits will outweigh any loss to
American national interests. Specifically, this paper asks how should the United
States balance moral obligations concerning humanitarian crises with the practical
imperatives concerning commitment of its military force.® The answer to this
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question depends, to some degree, on how terms are defined. Exactly what con-
stitutes a humanitarian crisis and what is an armed humanitarian intervention?
Chapter One explores current accepted definitions of these and other terms and
establishes the parameters of this paper. These definitions apply throughout the
paper as it examines whether the United States should intervene and how best to
intervene should it choose to do so.

As the twentieth century draws to a close, it is clear that the United States will
use its military when there is a consensus that national interests are at stake. But
dreadful humanitarian crises, often in forgotten corners of the world, may have
little apparent influence on America’s vital interests. As a result, there is consid-
erable debate on whether a humanitarian crisis justifies US military involvement.
Chapter One examines the idealist and realist views on military intervention, and
asks what moral obligations the US has when confronted with a foreign humani-
tarian crisis. The chapter also offers a legal, ethical, and practical framework by
which to judge whether or not the United States should militarily intervene in a
humanitarian cause. It raises some of the most difficult issues decisionmakers
face regarding humanitarian interventions: How can the US or the international
community decide what levels of barbarity merit intervention when there is so
much turmoil in the world? Can free peoples of the world set limits on the number
of innocents killed or atrocities committed before mustering the will to inter-
vene? Has a newly defined concept of humanitarian intervention simply
reawakened an old version of the “white man’s burden,” rekindling another form
of ethnocentric imperialism? Accordingly, this paper considers the case against
intervention and also addresses the issue of America serving as the world’s moral
policeman.

In his recent book on the use of American military force, Richard Haass noted
that “the question of whether to use force can never be divorced from the question
of how to use it effectively.”” Chapter Two examines the myriad of operational
issues that arise once policymakers decide to commit the US military to a hu-
manitarian cause. This portion of the paper addresses the question of limited
intervention and whether or not the US should strike at the source of a humanitar-
ian crisis, or simply provide “first aid,” treating only the symptoms of the crisis
and not the cause. Fundamental to the “how” of military intervention is the ques-
tion of unilateral employment of American forces versus muitilateral action. This
chapter also explores how the United States might interact with regional organi-
zations (e.g., the OAS, OAU, or WEU) and how the United States can best rectify
goals and criteria that differ from that of the United Nations. Chapter Three shifts
the focus from the policy level to actions on the ground. It outlines current US
military doctrine regarding operations other than war, commonly referred to as
MOOTW, and in particular how it relates to armed humanitarian interventions.
Finally, this paper explores both the myth and reality of unique US military
capabilities for humanitarian missions and, based on recent operations, what costs
these missions incur.
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In the end, there are few “neat and tidy” answers to the broad questions sur-
rounding armed humanitarian intervention. Using armed means to accomplish a
humanitarian end presents a moral dilemma and engenders a debate between prac-
tical calculations of the head and idealist passions of the heart. Nonetheless, the
literature in the field is rich and it is worth contemplating these issues in the
“quiet” time before the next “Rwanda” demands immediate action by the interna-
tional community. This study is written for those who will influence future debates
on humanitarian intervention as well as for those who may be asked to risk their
lives in such a mission. The issues are important, for how America responds to the
next humanitarian crisis, whether or not it commits everyday American citizens
that comprise its armed forces to a dangerous, albeit humane mission, says some-
thing about the United States as a country and has lasting consequences for the
international community.

Notes
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1. Framing the Debate:
American Humanitarian
Intervention

We have not yet crossed that divide on the use of force for humanitarian ends. This
is all a new frontier, with no historical precedent.

The late James Grant, Director of UNICEF

The scope of this paper is limited to a discussion of American military deployments
in response to humanitarian crises, particularly where the United States commits
forces in violation of territorial sovereignty or in interference with the domestic
affairs of another state. By limiting the scope in this manner, this paper seeks to
capture the tension and controversy of placing American soldiers in harm’s way
to serve humanitarian rather than national interests. Detailed discussion of disas-
ter relief is excluded as well as an examination of political or economic inter-
ventions aimed at alleviating human rights abuses. As discussed below, defining
these various terms — humanitarian crisis, armed intervention, humanitarian in-
tervention — is both difficult and important.

Humanitarian Crisies and Intervention:
Changing Definitions

Humanitarian intervention is an evolving term in a field where recent global ac-
tions have outstripped international law and theory. Despite its lack of a concrete
legal foundation, the concept of armed humanitarian intervention has clearly been
a popular one since the end of the Cold War. Its definition is important, not only to
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political scientists and international legal scholars, but also to political leaders
who must build support for military action. There is always a tension between
what states do and the legal labels they assign to those actions.! This was seen
most dramatically in Somalia. Having accepted the Somalia intervention as a hu-
manitarian one, the American public seemed to have been caught off guard by a
changed mission which was never clearly articulated by the US or the UN. The
political fallout after the United States suffered its highest one-day casualty count
since Vietnam, brought a swift end to the mission. What then constitutes a hu-
manitarian intervention as opposed to other types of military missions?

As defined in the 1990s, humanitarian interventions are driven, overwhelm-
ingly, by altruistic motives as opposed to more traditional objectives of economic
gain or geopolitical security. The emphasis is on the motive — that of assisting
innocent peoples in a foreign country, without primary consideration of gain for
the intervening state. Prior to the end of the Cold War, few believed an armed
intervention could be mounted for purely humanitarian reasons. Throughout the
nineteenth and much of the twentieth century, it was generally recognized that a
humanitarian intervention was undertaken primarily to further the interests of the
intervening state, not to alleviate the suffering subjects of another country. The
humanitarian motive was often to protect property rights of the intervening state
or to rescue nationals of the intervening state who were trapped in a foreign coun-
try, perhaps caught in the turmoil of some other nation’s civil unrest (this was a
large part of America’s rationale for its incursion into Grenada in 1983). In short,
if the cause of humanity was served, it was a secondary consequence of an inter-
vention aimed at furthering the interests of the intervening state and not because
of a primary interest in addressing the suffering of a foreign people.

Throughout the Cold War, the United States and Soviet Union used humanitar-
ian assistance as rationale for sending troops to assist Third World nations in their
internal development. Again, much of the motivation stemmed from geopolitical
concerns of the two superpowers (e.g., America’s policy of containment) than
from a desire to help indigent people in desperate need of basic human necessities
(food, clothing, shelter, and/or freedom from persecution).

Only with the end of the Cold War has the term humanitarian intervention
taken on a loftier, more noble-minded meaning. With the end of East-West ten-
sions, many believed that it was possible to create a new international norm; one
in which multilateral action could be taken based purely on altruistic motives, the
object being to aid innocent people abroad. Current literature defines humanitar-
ian intervention as the military response to a humanitarian crisis that has been
caused or exacerbated by a government or by actors within a state. Decisionmakers
and scholars generally acknowledge that a humanitarian crisis includes acts of
genocide (the intentional killing by government of people because of their race,
religion, ethnicity, or other indelible group membership),? denial of food to the
starving (a primary motivation for US entry into Somalia in 1992), and other
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gross, systematic brutalities or acts of terror (ethnic cleansing, as practised in
former Yugoslavia, might well qualify as “systematic brutality”).

The definition lacks precision and since the end of the Cold War has been in
flux. Nuances in this definition take on significance as leaders and elites debate
the rationale for deployment of American troops. However, there is wide agree-
ment that only a humanitarian crisis should trigger an armed humanitarian
intervention and not the less urgent matter of systematic human rights violations.
The boundary between a crisis and widespread human rights violations by a state
may be ill-defined. A humanitarian crisis can be described as an extraordinary
event which leads to unparalleled suffering.’ The events in Rwanda in the spring
of 1994 certainly qualify as an example of a humanitarian crisis. The distinction
becomes important when building a case for violating the sovereignty of a state.
While levels of intervention are described below, the uninvited placement of troops
on foreign soil is the ultimate territorial violation. Military infringement of sover-
eignty is more likely to be accepted by the international community if there is
general agreement that the action is in response to a humanitarian crisis that threat-
ens massive loss of life.

Earthquakes, floods, typhoons, and other natural disasters create what can only
be termed as a humanitarian crisis. The American military has long been associ-
ated with international relief efforts in response to these and similar situations. In
most cases, international assistance is sought and welcomed by the country or
countries reeling from such catastrophes. Disaster relief (as distinguished from
humanitarian intervention) is relatively free of controversy and the risks to Ameri-
can service members are normally limited to environmental hazards (which may,
nonetheless, be considerable). Explicit in the definition of intervention is the in-
terference by one or more states in the domestic affairs of another state. While
“Intervention” is commonly understood to mean the use of military force, a broader
definition might include political or economic interventions to influence the do-
mestic concerns of a target country. For instance, the United States and much of
the international community “intervened” politically and economically in South
Africa in response to systematic human rights violations under the policy of apart-
heid. It seems necessary and not redundant for the purpose of this paper, to preface
intervention with the word “armed.”

But what level of military involvement constitutes an armed intervention? A
US Army water purification team or field hospital is deployed to far off refugee
camps have little fighting capability. In fact, their relief functions could be repli-
cated by civilian nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) or private contract firms.
Does the insertion of military service support elements constitute an armed inter-
vention? To some, the term armed intervention connotes war fighting or the explicit
threat of applying combat capabilities in support of an intrusion into another state.
However, this paper recognizes a broader concept of the term “armed” and in-
cludes employment of noncombat, service support units (transportation, logistical,




8 Moral versus Practical

medical, and communication units are normally associated with the term combat
service support). There are three reasons for including military support services
in this particular definition of armed intervention.

First, it is necessary to explore the full spectrum of US military involvement in
a humanitarian crisis from the limited deployment of combat service support (CSS)
units to a major commitment of combat formations. Even in a humanitarian inter-
vention limited to service support units, the unwelcome presence of US troops
puts American lives at risk from hostile action, elevating the political stakes. In
fact, most American CSS units intervening in a humanitarian crisis will have a
tailored force protection package. This underscores the fact that in every
“manmade” humanitarian crisis, there are elements that will resent and resist any
outside military presence, regardless of the intervening state’s altruistic motives.
As will be discussed in the following chapter, intervention for humanitarian pur-
poses often leads to political entanglements, which increases the risk to soldiers
on the ground.® A small US presence therefore opens the door to military escala-
tion, especially should it be deemed that stronger forces are needed to protect the
humanitarian providers.

Second, deployment of small military detachments to assist in international
humanitarian crises affects overall US military readiness. This raises the issue of
the moral versus the practical. The desire to fulfill a moral calling and serve the
cause of humanity may have practical consequences for America’s defence. With
a smaller military, forces employed for humanitarian missions (and the planning
headquarters of those units) are unavailable for missions that may have a critical
impact on vital national interests.

Finally, as the world’s sole superpower, any degree of American military par-
ticipation or lack of involvement in a humanitarian crisis carries great political
significance. The degree of American military commitment and corresponding
political leadership will likely have tremendous bearing on the overall success or
failure of the international community’s effort to save lives in a humanitarian crisis.

Wilsonian Idealism: An American Legacy

Robert Osgood’s study of the legacy of Woodrow Wilson and American foreign
policy, opens by describing the classic struggle of the human conscience. People,
as Osgood theorized, are prone to ideal aspirations but more often than not, fail to
achieve their lofty goals because of an innate selfishness.” In short, noble ambi-
tions require sacrifice that few, in the end, are willing to make. Osgood has used
this personal struggle to illustrate a larger and more profound debate among the
American people, “[t]he problem of reconciling national self-interest with uni-
versal ideals transcending the interest of particular nations forms a central theme
[in the] study of America’s foreign relations.” The moral tug-of-war described
above forms a metaphor of the current debate on humanitarian intervention.
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Virtually all nations decry genocide, the use of famine as a tool of war, and ethnic
cleansing. Yet, who in the international community will risk blood and treasure to
address these wrongs in distant lands? More importantly for the purpose of this
paper, does the United States have an exceptional role to play in a humanitarian
crisis by virtue of its founding principles and its embedded moral beliefs? Does
its status as sole remaining superpower carry unique moral obligations?®

The classic starting point in examining this foreign policy debate is Woodrow
Wilson’s idealistn during World War I and his campaign to impose on the world
an international moral framework at the end of the fighting. Wilson led America
into the war with talk of a crusade and an unabashed appeal to the American
people to subordinate self-interest to moral principle.® In preparing his country
for war, President Wilson emphasized the spiritual nature of America’s cause,
believing America’s might derived from its spirituality. It only followed, by his
reckoning, that any suggestion of the country fighting for self-interest would taint
the sense of mission and dilute America’s strength.

In his war message of 2 April 1917 Wilson spoke of American intervention
predicated on serving others in the name of international justice and political
liberty. In rallying the American people to send their sons off to the trenches of
Europe, he said of America’s noble mission: “But the right is more precious than
peace, and we shall fight for the things which we have always carried nearest our
hearts — for democracy, for the rights and liberties of small nations, for universal
domination of right by such a concert of free peoples as shall bring peace and
safety to all nations and make the world itself at last free.”!* After the war, Wilson
projected his altruistic passion toward a vision of what would most certainly be
called today, “a new world order.” His concept, articulated in his famous Fourteen
Points, aimed at fostering democracy throughout the world with the hope of bring-
ing together “conscious-bound nations” like the United States — nations with
democratic ideals — to act for the common good of humanity. The son of a Pres-
byterian minister, Woodrow Wilson derived his views from a Christian-liberal
tradition of Western civilization. He envisioned a liberal, high-minded “league of
nations” working toward a shared goal of peaceful resolution of international
conflicts.

As for his own country, Wilson conceived of a nation that served as the hope of
the world, acting unselfishly to usher in a new age of international harmony and
justice. He reminded the American people of the purity of motive in their strug-
gle: “I have uttered as the objects of this great war ideals, and nothing but ideals,
and the war has been won by that inspiration.” In Europe, Wilson spoke passion-
ately to America’s allies of his vision which “rejects the standards of national
selfishness that once governed the counsels of nations and demands that they
shall give way to a new order of things in which the only questions will be ‘Is it
right?” “Is it just?” ‘Is it in the interest of Mankind?*”!!

Woodrow Wilson believed that the deeply moral, unselfish vision of a postwar
world would appeal to his fellow Americans. With tragic naivety, he counted on
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the common people of America to be as ardent and consistently altruistic as he.
However, this was not the case. America, having followed their commander-in-
chief into war for the loftiest objectives, eventually rejected their president as he
tried to inject his idealism into the peace that followed. Wilson had been able to
convince Americans that they had fought to make the world a better place. But as
the selfish and vindictive character of the Versailles Treaty became apparent to
the American public, revulsion grew. Robert Osgood cites this as the basis for
postwar disillusionment with American intervention. In his assessment, Wilson’s
principled crusade left people feeling duped: “[It was felt] America had been
played for a sucker; American beneficence had been turned to the evil advantage
of selfish and unenlightened forces. Never again!”*

While Americans ultimately rejected Wilson’s world view, the ingredients of
his vision remain. References to “Wilsonianism” are common in the literature
and American presidents are typically measured by their degree of adherence to
or deviation from Woodrow Wilson’s concept of a liberal democratic world order.!?
More importantly, strains of Woodrow Wilson are heard in today’s debate sur-
rounding armed humanitarian intervention. In a 1993 Foreign Affairs article,
Stephen Stedman wrote of “the new interventionists” — those of President
Clinton’s generation intent on making America live up to it professed ideals.™*
Their roots, according to Stedman, lie in traditional Wilsonian liberalism, wed-
ding moral obligations of the international community with the United Nations’
eagerness to intervene in domestic conflicts globally.

Traditional Wilsonianism captures, quite vividly, the moral side of the debate
surrounding humanitarian intervention. Woodrow Wilson did not shy from the
use of force to impose moral solutions to international problems. Today, the grow-
ing number of ethnic conflicts conjures up the idealist Wilsonian impulse to
militarily intervene; not only for the sake of democratic values, but for a more
profound reason — the sanctity of innocent human life. In his recent book enti-
tled Politics Without Principle, David Campbell wrote that in circumstances like
those confronted in the Balkans or Somalia, “to declare that inaction is appropri-
ate because there are either no national interests at stake or no effective policy
options available is to deny that each presents a challenge to the affirmation of
life.”1s

The enduring appeal of universal moral ideals is undeniable. The United States,
in particular, is fond of citing moral, spiritual, and social values as the founda-
tions and guiding principles for military intervention.!® In some ways, the demise
of the Soviet “Evil Empire” as a clear enemy has only increased the demand for
moral clarity to justify and shape foreign policy.!” Just as the United States de-
clared that no country was unimportant under its Cold War containment policy,
some would have the US take a moral stand and say that no country is unimpor-
tant when human rights are grossly violated in the post-Cold War era.

But as Reinhold Niebuhr wrote, “no nation can be one hundred percent altruis-
tic.”"*® Woodrow Wilson died a tragic figure, physically and emotionally broken
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after failing to convince his fellow Americans to transcend their national self-
interest in favour of universal, moral ideals. Wilson refused to balance or even
temper his idealism with political realism. In doing so, he failed to recognize the
limits of American good will. In that regard, America at the end of the twentieth
century is no different than Wilson found it in 1919 — “the American people have
no desire to sacrifice traditional modes of national conduct for the sake of other
nations and peoples.”

Wilson’s tragedy of 1918-19 seems strikingly similar to the current position of
those who so eagerly sought multinational humanitarian interventions in the post-
Cold War, post-Gulf War, years of 1992-93. This time the tragic figure is Boutros
Boutros-Ghali whose vision of an interventionist UN now appears to be dimmed
if not completely lost. If there is a future for meaningful, productive armed hu-
manitarian interventions and if Americans, as well as the international community,
are to muster the political will to fulfill a moral obligation to those in crisis,
Wilsonian ideals must take into account national self-interests as described by the
realist political tradition.

Realism, The National Interest, and Humanitarian Impulse

Realism (as opposed to Wilsonianism) was the preeminent theory in international
politics during the Cold War era. Political considerations dominate in the realist
formulation of foreign policy, with the recognition that power — backed by the
threat of military might — is the currency of world affairs.? Realists claim to be
concerned with the observance and analysis of political “facts,” or “what is” ver-
sus the idealists’ “what ought to be.” In the debate over humanitarian intervention,
the realist view is decidedly sober and hard-boiled compared to the idealist view.?!
Because realists focus on the present day give and take of power among interna-
tional actors, they often discount a country’s historic social, cultural, and political
heritage when calculating what constitutes prudent, rational action on the inter-
national stage. Hence, realists question the value of America’s Wilsonian tradition
of liberal democratic internationalism. In particular, staunch realists view humani-
tarian interventions as dubious ventures if America’s military power is frittered
away with little or no tangible return for the United States. The classic realist
view tends to discount the idealist contention that humanitarian actions indirectly
advance the cause of US national security or that Americans have a moral obliga-
tion to serve all of humanity.

Realism’s central tenet is national interest. It is a surprisingly vague term for a
phrase so fundamental to foreign policy debate. Broadly defined, national inter-
ests are what the majority of people see as their country’s legitimate long-term
shared interests in relation to the rest of the world.”? Self-preservation of the state
is the one immutable interest all citizens agree on, but beyond that, opinions vary.?
In the debate on humanitarian intervention, realists see national interest as a ballast
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of restraint and an assurance of consistency against moral exuberance that might
inspire overinvolvement and altruistic interventions.

W. David Clinton gives a thorough airing to the issues surrounding American
national interests in his book, The Two Faces of National Interest. His insights go
to the heart of questions regarding when America should commit itself to armed
humanitarian missions. He cautions those who might consider committing Ameri-
can troops to any type of intervention to think in terms of national interests — of
balancing power and commitments — to be calculators rather than Wilsonian
crusaders.

Throughout the twentieth century, wise American leaders have relied on for-
mulations of national interest to induce prudential restraint and force those eager
to intervene to compare ends and means with reason rather than emotion. In the
tug and pull that precedes a decision to commit US troops to a humanitarian
mission, realist talk can lead to a supercharged debate. When innocents are being
slaughtered by the score as they were in Bosnia or Rwanda, those advocating a
restrained response or demanding to clarify what American interests are at stake,
are apt to be depicted as “amoral (or even immoral) practitioners of a realpolitik
devoid of moral content.”*

Realists reply that the prudent pursuit of national self-interest is an ethical
imperative of any government and contend that the pursuit of ideals leads to ideo-
logical crusades which typically end in tragedy. American intervention in Somalia,
while not on the scale of a crusade, ended in tragedy enough. Though realists are
loath to describe military intervention in moralistic terms, they do acknowledge
an ultimate moral obligation on the part of politicians. According to Hans
Morganthau, the highest moral duty of a statesman is to safeguard the national
interest with which he or she is entrusted.” It follows that realist views serve as a
cautionary force in the debate over intervention. Realist thinkers can be counted
on to demand a public accounting of what national interests are sufficiently at
risk to merit the commitment of American armed might.

As a result of the dominance of realist thinking, two trends were prevalent
during the Cold War. First, America’s policy of containment provided realists
with a rationale for a number of interventions all in the name of checking the
spread of communism: Vietnam, the Dominican Republic, and Grenada are but a
few. Second, interventions that might have produced a confrontation between the
nuclear superpowers were avoided in favour of many so-called “proxy wars.”
Direct intervention by one side into others’ sphere of influence was all but un-
thinkable, a testament to realist, nuclear prudence. Accordingly, the West turned
“deaf ears” to cries for help in a variety of situations, from the invasions of Hun-
gary (1956) and Czechoslovakia (1968) to the genocide perpetrated by Pol Pot
against the people of Cambodia during the 1970s.2

Today, without the need to contain communism, national interests are less clear
or at least they lack the immediacy that the Soviet threat provided. Not surpris-
ingly, this change is reflected in the US military, where current doctrine has been
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noticeably broadened from a sharp focus on conventional war (based on the So-
viet war machine) to one that now includes MOOTW.? Recognition of the diverse
utility of America’s unmatched military has, in the minds of some, signalled a
weakening of the realist position that has traditionally acted to dampen interven-
tionist sentiment.

Is Realism Still Real?

In some ways, America’s Cold War victory has meant realism is not so real
anymore. Realist arguments no longer hold sway as they once did during the days
of superpower rivalry. When the threat of communist aggression was apparent to
the American public, it was possible to reconcile national self-interest with ideals
such as exporting democracy, campaigning for justice for people abroad, and de-
fending human rights and dignity.”® In today’s post-Cold War world, there is no
common enemy against which to galvanize America’s moral senses. The more
that basic security needs are met, the more likely Americans are to be expansive
in defining policy goals in abstract concepts. Hence, forms of humanitarianism
may be construed as legitimate national interests, or national interests may sim-
ply be “put aside” momentarily in order to answer a humanitarian call for help.
Realists may cite the logic of risking American lives only when clearly defined
national interests are threatened. But without a Cold War enemy to give those
interests a “face,” America’s idealist impulse lacks the counterweight of realism;
hence the current turn to humanitarian undertakings.

Unrepentant realists argue that political observers are merely misreading basic
motivations regarding recent interventions that have an element of humanitarian
concern. By their reasoning, the United States is a conscience-based nation and
occasionally, it may act on its altruistic impulses. But these instances are aberra-
tions, not a new trend. For strict adherents of this philosophy, “realism remains
real,” and they point to “needless” American deaths in Lebanon and Somalia as
examples of the consequences of straying from realist calculations in foreign policy.

There is also a more cynical view of modern day humanitarian intervention.
Some hold that recent and current interventions may appear to be humanitarian in
nature but in actuality, reflect realpolitik thinking. For example, for all the talk
about restoring democracy and ending the brutality of the Cedras regime in Haiti,
the motivation for American military occupation was driven by refugee flows and
the practical consequences that this had on domestic politics. Similarly, some
claim that the overwhelming motivation of many European governments as well
as the United States concerning the fate of the former Yugoslavia is purely one of
politics. Again, refugee flows pose domestic concerns in Europe and the possibil-
ity of the fighting spilling over into other parts of Europe provides the true
motivation for intervention. While the degree of human suffering, particularly by
innocents, has aroused public attention, altruism is not enough to bring US or
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European leaders to consider seriously a forceful intervention. In short, human
suffering is regrettable, but suffering has never been (in realist philosophy) a rea-
son to intervene in the affairs of another state. In this regard, and by this thinking,
the end of the Cold War has not tipped the balance from realism to idealism.

Perhaps Rwanda provides the best evidence that the realist strain has lost less
of its vitality than some would like to believe. While the United States eventually
deployed its military for, what most agree, was a purely humanitarian mission,
the Clinton administration steadfastly refused to address the genocidal murder of
hundreds of thousands of people. Operation Restore Hope avoided confronting
the butchers who perpetrated mass murders and instead focused on feeding those
refugees who made it to the squalid camps in Zaire. The truth is that sub-Saharan
Africa holds very few national interests for the United States. Without significant
strategic interests at stake, US objectives in Africa, according to former Assistant
Secretary of Defense Charles W. Freeman, Jr., “are very modest.” In assessing
US action (and inaction) during the Rwandan crisis, military analyst Stephen Metz
wrote, “[t]he limits of our interests must shape our goals.... Critics who argue that
such an approach leaves the root causes of disaster unchanged ... are correct but
misguided. The limits of our interests [emphasis added] and the extent of our
global commitments simply will not allow sustained, expensive engagement in
sub-Saharan Africa.”*

Whether or not realism in America has lost some of its sway in the post-Soviet
world, there is no denying that the American nation has been and will remain
vulnerable to acting on its collective emotions rather than on hard realist logic. If
this were not so, there would be no debate since humanitarian interventions, by
the strictest definition, are grounded in altruism and not national interest. Were
national interest at stake, any resulting intervention would be political, or some-
thing other than a humanitarian intervention (although as discussed below, political
objectives and altruistic goals often coincide). The fact is, the US continues to act
militarily on moral grounds (sometimes, as in Somalia, without regard to any
geopolitical gain).

The United States appears to have two broad strains of political consciousness
that exist simultaneously: Wilsonianism and political realism. Although one holds
forth at one time and the other comes to the fore at other times, there is normally
some sense of balance. However, when idealism rapidly ascends in the public
consciousness, fuelled by media images of innocent people suffering abroad, a
prudent balance can be lost.* This not only portends hurried, ill-conceived inter-
ventions, it also produces startling inconsistencies regarding humanitarian policy.
Why, for i